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Michae Z Durey 
THE  DEATH  REGISTERS  OF  THE  REGISTRAR  GENERAL 
AS  SOURCES  FOR  SOCIAL  AND  DEMOGRAPHIC  HISTORY 
There  can be little doubt  that  some  of  the most  promising data 
for socio-historical  demographic  research  can be  found  in  the keeping 
of each state's Registrar  General.  Unfortunately,  as  in Britain, 
these  sources  are  generally unavailable  to  the researcher in Australia, 
There  is  some  irony in  this  situation,  for it means  that  the  recon-
stitution techniques  developed by  early modern historians  to  circumvent 
their lack of statistical series  cannot be  used  on  the  one  source  of 
late nineteenth-century vital data which has  some  claim  to be  fully 
comprehensive.  In normal  circumstances,  therefore,  a  demographic 
history of late nineteenth-century Perth would not be  possible,  for 
the official published statistics in Western Australia (first pub-
lished in  the Government  Gazette  in 1886)  did not  include separate 
tables  of birth,  death  or marriage  data  for  the  city until 1896. 
Fortunately,  however,  owing  to  the  generosity of  the Western Australian 
Registrar  General,  I  have been  given  access  to his files  for  the 
registration district of Perth  for  the years between  1870  and  1920. 
Since  the middle  of  1978,  aided by part-time research assistance 
funded by  the  ARGC,  I  have been working  on  these registers.  My 
original objective was  fairly limited,  given  the  volume  of  data avail-
able  from vital certificates:  to  investigate the  causes  of  the  decline 
in mortality between 1870  and  1920.  Demographically  this was  an 
important  transitional period in the western world,  when  the norm  of 
high  fertility and  hi~1 mortality was  transformed into  one  of  low 
fertility and  low mortality.1  Basically,  I  hoped  to  test the  sign-
ificance  of  changes  in  the  social and  physical environment in one  city 
on its patterns  of mortality.  Not  surprisingly,  transposing  data 
from  the  death  certificates into machine-readable  form became  my  first 
objective. 
As  Peter  Curson noted in his  recent paper  on  Sydney  in this 
journal,  work  of  this nature is extremely  labour-intensive and  time-
consuming,2  Data  from  each  certificate has  to  be  copied onto  a  card; 
the  data are  then  coded;  and  finally  the  codes,  suitable for  use with 
the Edit program,  are  transferred onto  a  computer  disk.  Even  though 
the  size of Perth's population was  small at  the beginning of  my  period, 
and  thus  the number  of  deaths  comparatively  few,  the  influx of  gold 
seekers,  first in  the  1880s  and  then more  dramatically  in  the  early 
1890s,  greatly increased the number  of vital events.  So  far  I  possess 
on  cards  only  the  data for  deaths between  1870  and  1900,  and  on  disk 
infant deaths  for  the  same  period. 
Before  embarking  on  an  examination  of  the strengths  and weak-
nesses  of  the registration data,  and  on  some  preliminary  findings, 
mention  of  the  contents  of  the  death  certificates is in order.  Between 
1870  and  1895  the  certificates  give  the  following  information:  name 
of  deceased;  date  of  death;  place of  death;  sex;  age;  occupation 
of  deceased  (or of husband if the victim was  a  married woman  or widow, 
or of  father if the victim was  an  infant or child);  and  cause  of  death. --
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From  1896  additional  information is  given.  At best this ·includes: 
parents'  names  (including mother's maiden  name);  father's  occupation 
(for adult as well as  infant deceased);  place of  deceased's birth; 
length  of  time  in Australia  (periods  in each  state noted separately); 
place of burial;  place  of  marriage;  maiden  name  and  forenames  of 
wife;  age  at marriage;  names  and  ages  of  children;  and  number  and 
sex of  deceased children. 
When  one  remembers  that supplementary or  cross-referencing 
information  can be obtained  from marriage  and birth certificates,  the 
cross-tabulation potential of  these  data is  enormous.  The  problem 
becomes  which  of  a  large  number  of  avenues  to wander  down.  Data 
exist for  a  study of inter-generational social mobility,  birth control 
or birth-spacing,  nuptuality,  physical mobility,  differential mortality 
and  a  whole  range  of  other interesting questions.  The  suggestion  that 
tracing  'the fortunes  and movements  of  a  sample  of  individuals who  died 
or were  married in 1888  .•. ' 3  is now  possible  for Perth,  although 
personally  I  feel  that such  a  cohort  should be  compared with  similar 
cohorts  for  other years,  either with  the  other slice years  or with  a 
range  of years  around  the  1888 pivot. 
While  for  the moment  I  intend to  continue  concentrating on  my 
original mortality problem,  I  also  expect  to  examine  in  the near future 
the move  towards  low fertility in this period and  the life experiences 
of particular sub-groups  (ex-convicts,  bearers  of  illegitimate children 
and  t'othersiders  come  immediately  to  mind).  My  ultimate ambition is 
to  complete  a  family  reconstruction of  Perth between  1870  and  1920. 
Sheer variety  and  volume  of  information  are not  the  only  ad-
vantages  of  the  registers of birth,  deaths  and marriages.  Above  all, 
unlike parish registers which  were  compiled  for  reasons  other than  for 
the benefit of  future  researchers,  vital registers were kept specifically 
to  answer  questions  of interest  to  demographers.  The  problem of 
relating births  to baptisms  and  deaths  to burials  therefore becomes 
irrelevant.  Moreover,  with  access  to  much  additional corroborative 
information from  the  registers,  the difficulties encountered with 
common  surnames  and  forenames  diminish.  Nor,  in  the  case  of Perth, 
is there  any  difficulty with  changing boundaries,  for  the  registration 
district in 1870  encompassed  a  large  area which was  subsequently  sub-
divided.  To  keep  the  geographical region  constant  (and homogeneous), 
data  from  the hived-off registration districts merely need  to be 
included in the  data bank. 
Finally,  the  passage  from  observation of  family  units,  so 
common  with  family  reconstitution  techniques  on  individual parish 
registers,4  can be partly eradicated by  the  use  of  the Registrar 
General's  indexes,  which  include  the  data  from  every Western Australian 
registration district.  Of  course,  families  moving  interstate will 
continue  to pass  from  observation,  unless  similar studies  in other 
states become  feasible.  Mobility  studies,  both  intra- and inter-
state,  are  possible  using  these  indexes,  although  they would be very 
time-consuming. 
Needless  to  say,  however,  despite  the  advantages  which  reg-
istration data have  over  other sources  of vital data,  there are still 
problems  involved with  their use.  The  first relates  to  their 
inclusiveness.  How  many  deaths  in  the Perth  registration district 
went  unrecorded?,  and  did the proportion  change  over  time?  Doctors 90 
on several occasions,  and  a  newly-appointed Registrar General  in 1886,5 
expressed dissatisfaction with  the reliability of  death  certificates, 
but  they were  concerned with  the  accuracy  of  cause  of  death  and not 
with  the  complete  omission  of  death  registrations.  Tite  law was 
explicit,  deaths  should be registered within fourteen  days;  but  there 
was  no  way  of  enforcing it,  Burials  usually  preceded registration,  6 
so  the  officiating minister  did not expect  to  see  a  death  certificate, 
and  a  medical  cause  of  death  certificate was.necessary  only if a  doctor 
had been in attendance at the  final illness. 7  Nevertheless,  non-
registration of  deaths  (in metropolitan Perth  at any  rate)  was  probably 
very  small in  the  period under  discussion;  certainly,  it appears  not 
to  have been  the  subject of  disquiet.  But  there  probably were  some 
particular groups  under-registered,  especially Aborigines,  Chinese 
and  the stillborn.  (Tile  last would not,  of  course,  be  included in 
mortality statistics, but a  changing stillbirth rate might be  indicative 
of  changing registration procedures). 
Some  Aboriginal  deaths  \vere  recorded  in Western Australia,  but 
the vast majority  appear  to have  come  from  the  penal institution on 
Rottnest Island,  Very  rarely,  a  half-caste death was  recorded in 
Perth,  and  sometimes  unidentified bodies  of  Aborigines were  reported. 
It is difficult to  make  any  assured statement,  but  on  a  priori  grounds 
it appears  likely  that most  Aboriginal  deaths  went  unrecorded unless, 
as  with  Rottnest Island deaths,  they  occurred within public institutions. 
Tile  Chinese,  who  settled in Perth  in  the  1890s,  are  represented in  the 
death  registers, but it is  impossible  to state in what  proportion  to 
total deaths.  Tiley  seem,  however,  to have been over-represented as 
subjects  of  inquests.8 
None  of  the  various  registration acts  (of  1856,  1879  and  1894) 
mention stillbirths,  although  until  the  early  1890s  they were  registered 
as both births and  deaths.  In  1893  the  Registrar  General expressed 
concern at  the  lack of  a  legal definition of  'stillbirth', but although 
in  the  following year he  drafted  a  new  registration bill,  the  condition 
remained  undefined.9  However,  there was  a  steady rise in recorded 
stillbirths after 1895,  so  possibly district registrars  received 
specific in-house instructions  on  this matter.  As  yet,  we  do  not know 
what was  the practice of  the Perth  lay public when stillbirths occurred, 
or whether  customs  changed.  Possibly at one  stage midwives  agreed  to 
get  rid of  the body with  the after-birth;  later, when  qualified medical 
attendance was  more  common,  or when  the  desire  for  a  proper  funeral 
grew,  the  number  of burials  (and  therefore  the  number  of  registrations) 
increased.  Another possibility is  that  the stillbirth rate genuinely 
increased,  due  to  the  declining physiological  condition of mothers, 
many  of  whom  had probably fairly recently made  the  long  trek  from  the 
eastern states. 
With  the  above  exceptions,  there  seems  little reason  to  doubt 
the  comprehensiveness  of  death  registrations  in this  period.  But 
particular data  on  the  certificates  are  sometimes  unreliable.  For 
example,  in  the  1870s  some  of  the  age  data,  particularly for working-
class  men,  seem  to be suspiciously  rounded.  District registrars were 
ordered  to state the  age  of  the  deceased at last birthday,lO but in  a 
period when  there were  many  unmarried men,  the  'next of kin',  either 11  a  friend at best or  owner  of  the house  in which  the  death  took  place, 
may  not have  known  the victim's  exact  age.  Assuming  that in  these 
circumstances  t4e  rounding-do\Vl1  process  continued,  ages  40,  45,  50  etc. 
probably are  only  approximate  and refer  to  anywhere  in a  series  of 91 
five-year  age  ranges.  More  accurate ages  seem  to become  the norm  in 
the mid-1880s,  following  a  direction  from  the  Registrar General.l3 
However,  inexact  ages  of  death before  then  ought not  to be  an  over-
whelming  problem,  as  most statistical series are based  on  five- or  ten-
year  age  groupings.  Where  it might matter is \vith  infants, but here 
the  age  of  death  is very accurate  throughout  the whole  period,  to  the 
nearest minute  or hour  for  the very young. 
Another  possible weakness  comes  in  the  'place of  death'  data. 
Until 1896,  with  few  exceptions,  most  certificates report merely Perth 
as  place  of  death.  (The  exceptions were  deaths  in hospitals or in 
areas  such  as Wanneroo  which were  on  the very  limits of  the registration 
district.)  It is  going  to be  difficult,  therefore,  to  trace  the 
deceased  to  the wards  in which  they  lived.  Rate books,  almanacks  and 
other sources  (including birth certificates for  infants  dying at a  very 
early age)  may  be  a  source  of linkages,  but  the poorer  are still likely 
to  slip  through.  It is here  that census  enumerators 
1  books  would have 
been  useful.  After 1896;  however,  exact addresses  of  the  deceased 
are  given  and it becomes  possible  to relate deaths  to  specific areas 
within  the  registration district. 
If specific locality death  rates  are  going  to be  difficult,  so 
too  are  rates  according  to  socio-economic  class.  On  most  certificates 
occupation  of  the  deceased  (or  of father  or  of husband)  is given but, 
as with  census  data,  we  are  dealing with ascriptive status  categories 
and  not with  those  of class.  Many  of  the  occupations  offer little 
difficulty in determining hierarchy,  but  there is  a  range  of  'middling-
class'  occupations which  are  problematic.  It is  intended  to  rely  on 
census  classifications,  and  possibly rate books  and  place  of  death  data, 
for  any  assessment of class-specific mortality.  Religious  affiliation 
of  the  deceased  can be  obtained only after 1896,  when  place  of burial 
and  name  of officiating minister are entered  on  the certificates.  The 
latter is probably  the best guide  to religious  attachment,  for  some 
denominations  in Perth  did not  possess  their  own  cemetery.  Where  this 
was  the  case,  the officiating minister's  religious  persuasion becomes 
paramount.  Funerals  presided  over by  a  Salvation Army  Officer or by 
a  Baptist minister are  cases  in point. 
At  first glance,  the  most frustrating weakness  of  death  stat-
istics  comes  in  the  cause  of  death  data.  As  historians  and  demographers 
working  on  published statistical series have  frequently  pointed out, 
ascribed  cause  of  death  is often vague,  incomprehensible  or meaningless. 
This  is especially  the  case with infant deaths,  which  are  ascribed  to 
such  doubtful  causes  as  diarrhoea,  convulsions,  atrophy,  debility, 
premature birth,  teething and  marasmus.  Historians  are  divided  on 
the  etiology of  the  micro-organisms  causing most  infant deaths,  either 
assertinr that  the  primary means  of  disease  transmission was  through 
the  air,  2  or  through water,  milk  and  food, 13  or  through multiple 
routes.  The  need  to  distinguish  airborne  from water- or  food-borne 
micro-organisms  where  possible is obviously crucial,  if the  study of 
the  relationship between specific environmental  conditions  and  infectious 
diseases  is  to  succeed. 
I  have  recently presented  a  paper  on  infant mortality,14  and it 
is relevant here  to  repeat  a  few  observations  on  the value  of  the  dis-
aggregated  certificate compared with  annual statistics.  It is unlikely 
that  the  analysis  of published statistics, where  cause  of  death has  been 
firmly  placed in doubtful  categories, will  take  us  much  further  than 92 
the  impasse we  have already  reached.  What  is needed are  the alter-
native  forms  of  cross-tabulation which  individual certificates allow. 
For  example,  it is possible that  the break-down of  infant  deaths  by  age, 
0-2  days,  3-7  days,  8-14,  up  to  one  month,  and monthly  thereafter,  may 
be  a  more  promising  form  of  analysis  than  reliance on  the  'official' 
cause  of  death.  Specific  danger periods,  such  as  immediately  follow-
ing birth,  the early weaning period,  etc.,  may  become visible.  More-
over,  cross-tabulation of  age  at death with specified  cause  of  death 
may  also help  in interpreting the  nature  of  the  doubtful  diseases. 
Preliminary work has  already  shown  that some  of  the  doubtful  conditions 
tend  to  occur more  frequently  amongst  some  age  groups  than others 
(teething is an  obvious  example,  but  there  are  also  distinct trends 
with  convulsions,  marasmus,  diarrhoea and  gastroenteritis.  A further 
refinement involves  using  seasonal variations  in infant mortality. 
Although  to  someone  of my  relative inexperience  the Perth  climate 
seems  to vary between hot  and very hot,  there  are  in  fact distinct 
seasonal  fluctuations which help  or hinder  the progress  of particular 
micro-organisms.  Gross  seasonal mortality  can be  tabulated,  and 
seasonal variations  can be  cross-tabulated with both  age  and  ascribed 
cause  of  death.  One  result has been  to  distinguish quite  clearly 
between  diphtheria and whooping  cough  on  the  one hand,  and  convulsions, 
diarrhoea  and  gastroenteritis  on  the  other.  The  conclusions  are by 
no  means  infallible,  and  I  believe  I  will still have  to  conclude  that 
some  of  the  doubtful  diseases  are  composites,  but  the  use  of registration 
data has  enabled me  to  attack  this  problem in greater  depth  than if I 
had relied on  annual statistics. 
In conclusion,  I  would  like  to  make  it clear that I  view  demo-
graphic analysis  as  only  the preliminary first step  towards  an  under-
standing  of  family  life in late nineteenth-century Perth.  Louis 
Chevalier  once  wrote  that 
Statistics are  the  necessary  framework  of social 
research.  They  identify and measure  incontrovert-
ible  facts.  In some  cases~  they  even reveal  facts 
which  would certainly not show  up  otherwise.  They 
cannot~  however~  replace  social description.  TWo 
towns  may  record the  same  number  of inhabitants~ 
the  same  distribution by  sex and  age~  the  same  rates 
of mortality~  fertility  and  marriage~  the  same  social 
mobility and  the  same  levels of living3  and  yet they 
may  differ profoundly. 15 
Social description,  the means  by which we  move  from  the  average  dead 
infant  towards  both  the  unique  and  the  characteristic,  is essential 
for  a  meaningful  understanding of  the past.  Statistics alone  do  not 
answer  some  of  the more  interesting questions  such  as  numbers  of 
abortions,  or miscarriages,  or overlying in  a  community  over  time. 
Above  all,  they  do  not explain  the  incidence  of  certain phenomena. 
In  the  early morning  of  16  June  1889  Sarah  Binney,  a  servant  to Mrs. 
Shenton Snr.,  gave birth to  an  illegitimate live male  child in  a  room 
which  she  shared with  another  servant.  The  doctor,  having been  called 
on  Mrs.  Shenton's  orders,  found  Sarah,  covered in blood,  lying in bed. 
In answer  to  the  question  of what was  wrong with her  she replied,  'Oh 
nothing,  sir,  I've only  a  very bad head'.  The  baby was  found  wrapped 
in a  petticoat under  the bed,  dead.16  The  analysis  of vital data may _....,.--
------------~~~---
93 
tell us  how  many  Sarah  Binneys  there were  in Perth,  but-it would  not 
bring  us  very  close to an  understanding  of  the  sufferings,  misunder-
standings  and  fears which  underlie  such happenings.  Yet  used in 
conjunction,  vital data and social description make  an  unbeatable 
combination. 
Social Enquiry_, 
Murdoch  University. 
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